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The purpose of this paper is to explore what is commonly meant 
by the term ‘triangulation’, but not from the perspective of a 
researcher, but rather from the perspective of a reader of 
research. Triangulation is a term often used as evidence of 
methodological rigor and yet it is a term that is not always 
immediately transparent for a reader who is interested in 
assessing the relevance of the findings. This paper will examine 
various definitions and examples of triangulation that are to be 
found in the social sciences before suggesting how TESOL 
should approach the use of the term ‘triangulation’. 
 
This preliminary paper lies somewhere between an investigation and an 
opinion piece. I have been curious about the use of the term triangulation and 
attempted to investigate what it means and how it is used. Whilst doing so, I 
formed the opinion that the term was no longer relevant to TESOL research. 
Many articles within TESOL announce that triangulation has played a part in 
validating the methodology. Yet, one of the major problems I encounter as a 
reader of such articles is in understanding what the term ‘triangulation’ actually 
means. Even those who most strongly advocate the use of triangulation often 
“fail to indicate how this prescribed triangulation is actually performed and 
accomplished” (Jick, 1979, p. 602). Jick goes on to suggest this may be the fault 
of graduate training courses that usually prepare the future researcher to work 
within one methodology but not how to combine methods. Recently the rise in 
the use of mixed methods research (MMR) has been seen as evidence of the 
ending of the paradigm wars but it could also be seen to represent an awareness 
of the dangers of mono-method bias. As a reader of research I often find myself 
reading articles that state they have used triangulation as a means of ensuring 
methodological validity but, after having stated which methods were employed 
in data gathering, remain silent on how this mixed method data was interpreted. 
This harkens back to what Jick (1979) said with regard to the actual 
implementation of analyzing triangulated research. The purpose of this paper 
will be to explore what is meant by the term ‘triangulation’, then to suggest how 
this could be made relevant to TESOL. The perspective of this paper will 
remain an attempt to explore how a reader of research could be helped to 
understand the writing up of the methodology by the researcher. 
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Origins 
Attempting to define triangulation, on the surface, should be a relatively 
easy step; after all, there is a clue is in the name. However, it is also obvious that 
triangulation is not a literal expression. Its introduction into social science 
research was through a metaphor borrowed from land surveying. The first use of 
the terms triangulation and multimethod were used by Campbell and Fiske 
when they discussed “a multitrait-multimethod matrix”  (1959, p. 81) and 
described it as “methodological triangulation” (1959, p. 101, italics in original).  
The idea was that the use of a single method will/must contain an inherent 
methodological bias, and therefore, through employing multiple methods, a 
researcher can validate the accuracy of their research.  
A brief comment on the underlying assumption of this approach is 
required at this point. Checking the accuracy of research in order to discover a 
universally applicable truth is dependent upon the belief that such a universally 
applicable truth exists. This belief would be held by those researchers who 
espouse a research paradigm such as positivism or post-positivism, and debated 
by those researchers who espouse a research paradigm such as constructivism or 
contextualism. Although the proliferation of research paradigms is doubtlessly 
of inherent interest, an in-depth discussion of these paradigms has been 
undertaken on numerous occasions (e.g. Hatch, 2002; Lincoln, Lynham, & 
Guba, 2011). Suffice to say, it is unwise to allow the concept of a universally 
applicable, research-born fact to be presented as unchallengeable, and later in 
this paper the belief in certain epistemologically informed methods will be 
relevant in the discussion of triangulation.  
 
Four varieties of triangulation 
What Campbell and Fiske had produced with their paper was an 
alternative to the single-method mode of enquiry. Their reasons for questioning 
the assumption behind single-method enquiry were a belief that a verifiable 
truth was available for discernment, and that this discernment would be clouded 
by the inherent mono-method bias of the single-method line of enquiry. This 
belief could have remained as far as the investigation into multiple method 
approaches went, however, Denzin (1978) suggested triangulation had four 
variations: (i) data triangulation, (ii) investigator triangulation, (iii) 
methodological triangulation, and (iv) theory triangulation (Denzin, 1978, pp. 
294-307). Here can be seen the beginnings of a far more sophisticated 
understanding of what is meant by the term triangulation.  
The first of these categories, data triangulation, seeks to examine a 
phenomenon by exploring it through more than one study participant, or by 
studying participants in different places or by studying the same participants but 
at different times in their lives.  
Investigator triangulation seeks to explore the phenomenon through the 
perspective of more than one investigator. It is interesting to note that Mathison 
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(1988) sees this as a very common form of triangulation because more than one 
investigator is required in the collection of the data due to the sheer size of the 
data required. This may be the case in many social sciences but often TESOL 
research is undertaken by a single investigator.  
Methodological triangulation is almost certainly the type of 
triangulation that springs to mind when most people think of triangulation. Yet, 
even within this sub-category exists a further division: within-method 
triangulation and between-methods triangulation. Within-method triangulation 
uses multiple scales within the same method (the most famous version of this 
may be the IQ tests). Two problems lie with this approach to triangulation; 
firstly, this seems virtually impossible for non-quantitative methods, and 
secondly, there remains some doubt as to whether this within-method version of 
triangulation is actually achieving the goal of triangulation, i.e., combatting 
mono-method bias, as it is essentially employing only one method. Denzin 
(1978) favors the second type of methodological triangulation, between-
methods triangulation. Mathison (1988) suggests that this is the most commonly 
used of the four types of triangulation, however, mirroring the concerns of Jicks 
(1979), he notes that “different methods produce different understandings of a 
social phenomenon but Denzin does not address how these differences are to be 
reconciled” (Mathison, 1988, p. 14).  
The final of the four approaches to triangulation suggested by Denzin is 
that of theoretical triangulation. This approach to triangulation is somewhat 
enigmatic, it is never entirely clear what is intended but Patton puts forward a 
concrete example, “one might examine interviews with therapy clients from 
different psychological perspectives: psychotherapy, Gestalt, Adlerian and 
behavioral psychology” (2002, p. 562). One serious problem suggested by this 
approach is that theoretical triangulation may require the bringing together of 
analysis that is based on non-overlapping epistemologies. It is hard to imagine 
how analyzing data drawn from different ideas on how reality can be mapped 
out through research would be possible. An individual researcher would find 
such a task daunting; perhaps this approach requires a team of investigators with 
each investigator being familiar with a different theory. 
The discussion above, centering on Denzin’s four varieties of 
triangulation, does not end the attempt to define triangulation. While this four-
variety approach did represent an advance in the theorization of triangulation it 
still failed to deal with two very key problems. Firstly, thus far, triangulation 
labors under the belief that methodological bias can be cancelled out by using 
different methods. There has been no attempt to say how this inherent bias will 
be nullified through triangulation, and, no attempt to say why methodological 
bias should not be accepted as part and parcel of research. The assumption 
seems to be that triangulation will give rise to data that converges about a single 
truth. Secondly, for all the sophisticated details of how triangulation can be used 
to gather data, there still remains no clear suggestion of how this data, once 
― 25 ―
gathered, should be analyzed. Without any clear method of analysis 
triangulation is a method of data gathering with no corresponding method of 
analysis. These problems are addressed in a proposed solution by Mathison 
(1988), which will go some way to offering a definition of what triangulation is. 
 
Convergence, inconsistency, and contradiction 
So far, triangulation could be defined as “an attempt to identify a social 
phenomenon clearly by utilizing mixed methods so as to nullify any inherent 
mono-method bias.” To date there appears to be no research to suggest that this 
is going to be the case with triangulated research practices. There is no reason to 
believe that approaching a social phenomenon from multiple methodological 
perspectives will automatically produce data that is convergent and 
unproblematic. Mathison (1988) attempts to utilize triangulation with a more 
realistic approach. Instead of suggesting that convergence upon a single truth is 
the natural outcome of triangulation, Mathison examines the three outcomes of 
triangulation and suggests that it is in the production and analysis of these three 
outcomes that triangulation has its greatest strength. The three outcomes that 
Mathison (1988) sees as possible are (i) convergence, (ii) inconsistency, and 
(iii) contradiction. 
The first of these outcomes, convergence, can be seen as the more 
traditionally expected outcome of triangulation. The different sources of data all 
converge towards a single conclusion. The second possible outcome, 
inconsistency, is the research scenario that results in the different approaches to 
gathering data not pointing towards any single potential interpretation. The third 
possible outcome is contradiction. In this outcome, the data do point to potential 
interpretations, but these interpretations are in direct contradiction with one 
another. Mathison (1988) having described the three outcomes also provides 
three concrete examples of the data gathering and the data analysis, one 
example for each outcome. Each analysis draws heavily on understanding the 
context from which it was drawn and the conclusions are both very explicit and 
easy to follow. Mathison, in the analysis, outlines her thought process to 
explicitly show how one set of data is related to another set. Triangulated data is 
not presented as unproblematic when the analysis begins; triangulated data is 
specifically for seeking out problems for analysis. Therefore an extended 
description in the analysis/results section that explicitly attends to showing the 
reader how the data was analyzed is the approach that would be of most help 
for readers. As a reader, I have often found that I could not grasp how 
triangulation was actually achieved. Mathison’s approach suggests that the 
failure was not with the reader failing to be aware of an approach so obvious 
that it need no longer be explained. Rather, the failure has been that readers in 
general have not asked for explanations of triangulation.  
The strength of Mathison’s approach to using triangulation is twofold. 
Firstly, Mathison does not suggest that triangulation naturally provides 
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convergent data on every occasion, but rather suggests that triangulation if used 
purely as a tool for method validation can distract the researcher from 
triangulation’s real strength – providing a diversity of outcomes for analysis. 
Secondly, Mathison highlights an approach to triangulation that is of 
tremendous benefit to any reader of the research. Hitherto, triangulation has 
approached itself as a method of gathering convergent, unbiased data for an 
unproblematic analysis. By acknowledging the three different potential 
outcomes, Mathison suggests that this “shifts the focus on triangulation away 
from a technological solution for ensuring validity and places the responsibility 
with the researcher for the construction of plausible explanations” (1988, p. 17). 
As the researcher is responsible for constructing plausible explanations and 
making them available within the research paper, the reader of such research 
will be able to understand how the conclusions were reached and therefore make 
a better assessment as to the transferability of the findings to their own 
classroom context.  
 
A possible definition 
By combining parts of triangulation as described by Denzin (1978) with 
the three outcomes described by Mathison (1988) it is possible to construct a 
working definition of triangulation. Triangulation is an approach whereby using 
between-method triangulation, investigator triangulation, or data triangulation 
an outcome produces data that may converge, contradict, or be inconsistent, 
which, in turn, enables an analysis to be explicitly constructed that offers a 
deeper understanding of the complexity of the context within which the 
phenomenon is situated. There are three points worth noting in this definition. 
Firstly, this definition makes no reference to the idea of validating methodology. 
The belief that mono-method bias is somehow neutralized by employing more 
than one method does not seem to have been supported in any research. 
Secondly, the analysis of the data cannot really be outlined prescriptively as the 
data gathered requires a contextually specific analysis. Thirdly, in terms of 
terminology triangulation does appear to overlap with mixed methods research.  
However, this definition appears to be an idealized definition when 
compared to the manner in which triangulation is often presented within 
research papers. In reality, the analysis of the data seldom seems to consider 
whether the data offers converging, contradictory, or inconsistent findings. 
Often there appears to be an underlying assumption that triangulation is an 
automatic methodological validity producing mechanism with no thought as to 
how this might be the case. There appears to be an assumption that the data has 
converged. There is no mention made of how the data is understood to have 
produced converging outcomes and how this has been analyzed.  
 
MMR and triangulation 
Torrance says “MMR designs rest on the idea of triangulation, on the 
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perceived strengths of comparing, contrasting, and attempting to integrate 
different sorts of data” (Torrance, 2012, p. 120). However, this ‘resting’ perhaps 
should be seen more as a historical resting than a theoretical resting. From the 
introduction of the term triangulation with Campbell and Fiske (1959) the term 
triangulation has mostly been perceived as a method of checking the validity of 
research, of ensuring against mono-method bias through (usually) the gathering 
of data through between-method triangulation. Yet, as Mathison (1988) clearly 
points out, it has never been shown that the bias of a method is compensated by 
the introduction of a second method. MMR does not seek to use multiple 
methods as a validation tool but as a tool for providing multiple perspectives on 
the phenomenon under consideration.  
It may be the case that MMR is simply a more evolved form of 
triangulation. However, this is more than an unhelpful simplified understanding 
of MMR. MMR has a very clear theoretical basis that is laid out in numerous 
accessible reference books. MMR is a method of research and not merely a 
method of validating research findings (as triangulation is perceived to be, 
rightly or wrongly). However, where MMR differs from triangulation is in how 
it is discussed in research articles. MMR, for some reason, is deemed to require 
an in-depth discussion in the methods section whereas triangulation is deemed 
to require no further explanation, being such a well-established practice (or at 
least, believed to be as such).  
This speaks to the practices upheld as norms within a research 
community. Since Berger and Luckman (1965) first approached reality as a 
socially constructed reality the study of the sociology of knowledge has 
gradually started to accept the view that the idea of an objective truth that does 
not rely on human perceptions, but rather exists wholly independently of human 
understanding, may very well be grossly oversimplified. “It is through the daily 
interactions between people in the course of social life that our versions of 
knowledge become fabricated” (Burr, 1995, p. 4). This has been shown to exist 
in even the attempts to gain the most objective form of knowledge available to 
humanity, namely science. Kuhn’s (1962) landmark work on scientific 
discovery showed that scientific discovery took place within a community of 
scientists, and that this social aspect was at least as influential as the methods 
employed in the pursuit of knowledge. Latour and Woolgar’s (1979) work on 
the construction of scientific facts within a laboratory supported Kuhn’s belief. 
Indeed, Bauer (1992), himself a chemist, goes so far as to call the scientific 
method “a myth”. If the ‘strong’ sciences are vulnerable to social practices (and 
the appropriacy of the word ‘vulnerable’ is a topic worthy of another paper) 
then it is hardly a stretch to imagine that the ‘soft’ sciences are equally so 
inclined. Yet, one need not subscribe to the ‘strong’ version of social 
constructionism; Wenger (1998) looks at how communities of practice handle 
knowledge management.  
The point of citing this research is to suggest that academic research 
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contains practices that may owe more to the social construction of research 
practice within that research community than to a thoroughly researched method. 
It is my belief that the term triangulation has outlived its basis in methodology. 
The movement towards an attempt to validate research by employing different 
methods that neutralize bias has proven to be a dead-end. Different methods do 
not neutralize methodological bias; they add new and different types of 
methodological bias. The problem with laboring under the belief that this bias is 
undesirable is that this belief reifies findings which, in reality, may converge, or 
diverge, or be completely unrelated. However, results will not automatically 
converge through the simple use of triangulation. Triangulation has become a 
loaded term, a methodological incantation that no longer invites reflection on 
the part of the researcher when writing up their findings. As a community of 
practice, TESOL research often accepts triangulation as a term that is not in 
need of in-depth explanation. However, this term has become viewed as a stamp 
of methodological validity when it could have become a term that signifies 
multiple perspectives on the same phenomenon.  
 
Conclusion 
This paper represents an initial attempt on my part to come to grips with 
the term triangulation from the perspective of a reader of research. However, it 
now appears that this paper would benefit from a more detailed discussion of 
MMR in relation to triangulation. Furthermore, this paper, when discussing 
triangulation, has largely drawn on sources that are twenty years old or more. 
Interestingly, although more modern publications exist that address 
triangulation, they often rely heavily upon these older papers for their 
theoretical underpinnings. Historians differentiate between primary and 
secondary sources. As with historical sources, the most recent works are 
obviously secondary sources.  
The term triangulation has largely remained not only undertheorized within 
TESOL but also simply untheorized. Searching through various articles that 
employ the term triangulation within TESOL does not produce examples that 
display a description of the term that is readily understandable as anything other 
than the naïve understanding of triangulation as a method of ensuring validity. 
This is not the case with papers that utilize MMR, which are usually much more 
detailed in their explanation.  
Is it then simply that the term triangulation should be replaced by 
MMR? The answer is not clear-cut. On the one hand, the term MMR should 
now become the term in common use. However, I do not believe that this 
represents a simple, pedantic objection. Triangulation semantically is initially a 
misleading term, in that readers may assume this to mean three methods are 
required. The use of two, or four, different methods seems just as valid as three; 
triangulation, a metaphor born of a numerical term, does not pertain specifically 
to the number ‘three’. Admittedly it is true that all metaphors are partial, 
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however, it seems that some metaphors are more partial than others. Secondly, 
triangulation carries historical baggage. It is hard to imagine how triangulation 
can ever be wrested free from its associations with ensuring validity. Neither of 
these objections applies to the term MMR. In a profession that deals with the 
impact of language choice we may do well to heed our own advice. Johnson and 
Onwuegbuzie (2004) suggested that MMR was an idea whose time had come. 
Perhaps triangulation is an idea whose time has been and gone. 
 
 
 
  
― 30 ―
REFERENCES 
Bauer, H. (1992). Scientific literacy and the myth of the scientific method. 
Chicago: University of Illinois. 
Berger, P. and Luckman, T. (1965). The social construction of reality: A treatise 
in the sociology of knowledge. Garden City, NY: Anchor. 
Burr, V. (1995). Social Constructionism. Hove, East Sussex: Routledge.  
Campbell, D. T. & Fiske, D. W. (1959). Convergent and discriminate validation 
by the multitrait-multimethod matrix. Psychological Bulletin, 56(2), 81-
105. 
Denzin, N. K. (1978). The research act: A theoretical introduction to 
sociological methods. New York: McGraw-Hill. 
Hatch, J. A. (2002). Doing qualitative research in education settings. Albany: 
State University of New York.  
Jicks, T.D.  (1979). Mixing qualitative and quantitative methods: Triangulation 
in action. Administrative Science Quarterly, 24(4), 602-611. 
Johnson, R. B.  Onwuegbuzie, A. J. (2004) Mixed methods research: A research 
paradigm whose time has come. Educational Researcher, 33(7), 14-26. 
Kuhn, T. (1962).  The structure of scientific revolutions. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 
Latour, B. and Woolgar, S. (1979). Laboratory life: The construction of 
scientific facts. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 
Lincoln, Y. S., Lynham, S. A., and Guba, E. G.  (2011). Paradigmatic 
controversies,  contradictions, and emerging confluences, revisited. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Mathison, S. (1988) Why Triangulate? Educational Researcher, 17(13), 17. 
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage. 
Torrance. H. (2012). Triangulation, respondent validation, and democratic 
participation in mixed methods research, Journal of Mixed Methods 
Research, 6(2), 111-123. 
Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and identity. 
New York, NY: Cambridge University Press. 
― 31 ―
